GEORGES COUTHON
383 rehabilitation was still a century and a half away, but among the significant figures of the Revolution there was a paralysed lawyer whose severe disability did not prevent him from having a short yet extremely active political career.
In June 1794, 5 years after its beginning, the Revolution was in the stage called 'Terror', in which yesterday's revolutionary heroes became today's vic tims of the guillotine, one political faction killing off another (Jordan, 1985; Mignet, 1939; Renier, 1896; Rude, 1967) . In July of that year Robespierre, one of the Revolution's main leaders, was thus executed with his friends, Georges Couthon among them. Couthon was 39 years old. How had this paralysed man managed to live a thriving political and personal life in that stormy period? (Couthon, 1872 (Couthon, , 1974 Greenhough-Smith, 1928) . which not only proves his strong political status at the time, but also shows that his disability was not considered to be an obstacle by himself or by those surrounding him. Lyons surrendered a couple of months later. Couthon, how ever, managed to have himself removed from his post in order to let someone else mercilessly punish the city as the Convention had decreed (Gagnon, 1964; Gottschalk, 1929) . The aetiology of Couthon's illness is very uncertain. One story has it that his problem was due to romantic circumstances and started after a night spent in a frozen peatbog (Carlyle, 1857) . This kind of trauma on its own could have caused peripheral neuropathy or vascular ischaemic damage to the limbs, but not paralysis.
On the other hand, Couthon's family, denying this version, stated that his disability appeared after a very hot prolonged bath at a French spa where he had sought to relieve his pains (Huard, 1970) . This would rather point to men ingitis or myelitis, of viral, bacterial, syphilitic or tubercular origin; or to mul tiple sclerosis. He may also have suffered from a combination of trauma and disease.
Whatever the causes, the range of possible treatments for this type of condi tion was at that time limited. Couthon tried electrotherapy, mineral spring waters, mudbaths, a milk diet, all to no avail. He died only about 6 years after the onset of his condition, too soon for a natural history of a possible disease.
Couthon did not always extend to other unfortunates the fairness with which he was treated. It is said that when Philippe Pinel, a founder of modern psy chiatry, wanted to set free the deaf, retarded or mentally sick patients of a Paris asylum, Couthon, fearing some counter-revolutionaries might be hiding among them, warned him against it with these words: 'Mefie-toi, citoyen Pinel' -beware, citizen Pinel.
